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There are two spheres of Noël Coward critics: one that believes Coward’s success relies
purely on his fine-tuned personality and dandyish eccentricities to create characters that will
entertain the audience, and a second sphere that argues it is this frivolity and playful style that
manages to reach above and beyond itself, making many of Coward’s plays notable for their
content and their comment on how people truly are behind closed doors. While we might argue
that he comments on the social and societal conventions of the then present day, such
conclusions are drawn at a stretch. Coward himself admits to very little preparation and premeditation in the construction of his plays. In an interview with Peter Garland he confesses, “The
motives [are] always far less noble… To give myself a whacking good part as a rule, or the main
motive was to entertain the audience.” It is valuable to note that Coward did a remarkable job of
concealing his rumored homosexuality, and that in the same manner he might have concealed
deeper societal commentary in his works, but to excavate such criticism would mean ignoring
the daring frivolity and personality of his masterfully woven plays. Coward himself says he
wrote his plays for the amusing celebration of people being themselves, and both spheres of
criticism would agree that Coward expressed his own personality as vibrantly as his characters
do. He did acknowledge in his work that the strict codes and moral righteousness once dominant
in the drawing-room dramas had given way to “a new pace and a new people” as “talentocracy
mixes with the aristocracy” (Lahr 42). His comedies begin by establishing the expected picture
of life and just as quickly subside to reveal characters reveling in their own plot-less realities,
rejoicing in cigarettes, parlor games, and self-expression. At the center of Private Lives, Hay
Fever, and Fumed Oak is the struggle for individuals to be themselves despite the mundane and
restrictive circumstances that fight to silence them. Noël Coward’s own flippant and playful selfexpression blossoms in his characters in a more naturalistic comedy of manners style: one in
which the dandy gets the final witticism while dancing about and breaking the furniture.
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Noël Coward’s legendary personality has preceded him throughout his career, painting a

picture of a self-inspired dandy swathed in luxury, the very definition of elite. John Osborne
commented that, “Mr. Coward…is his own invention and contribution to this century…” and
John Lahr goes on to describe him as, “England’s solid-gold jazz-baby who later turned into an
international glamour-puss” (2). Friends and critics alike have recognized the infectious
flippancy of Coward’s personality and its translation onto the page in his most acclaimed pieces.
In short, “Coward was his own hero; and the parts he created for himself were, in general, slices
of his legendary life” (Lahr 2). This is not to say that all of the parts he wrote were direct
reflections of Coward, but rather recreations of the stage eccentric that he wanted to be
remembered as. The playful qualities recognizable in Coward’s works should not be justification
for writing them off as mere trivialities, and playwrights who deal more obviously with social
commentary, such as Wilde or Shaw, should not overshadow the successes of Coward’s
repertoire. Such a comparison is impossible because Coward’s talent lies in the creation of a
genre all his own, pulling from a tier in society that marveled at him as much as he marveled at
himself. The beauty of Coward’s work can be realized by examining the characters and their
expressive lives; the ones who are disappointed by his plays are those who seek spectacle and
intricate plot thrill. Garland perfectly describes Coward as, “A master who knows that what lasts
in drama isn’t high seriousness or great ideas but the energy that is released when you turn loose
two actors to battle with wit and passion in that cage behind the footlights.” It is this fierce and
passionate display of self that is at the center of Coward’s writing, devoting its time to
entertainment and frivolity in a way that some find difficult to appreciate, and others find
intoxicating.
Nowhere is this fierce and tantalizing fervor more extravagantly displayed than in Private
Lives, a comedy about an ex-husband and ex-wife, Elyot and Amanda, who meet again several
years later on honeymoons with their new and comparatively plain spouses, Sybil and Victor.
Coward masterfully sets the vivacious Elyot and Amanda against the dull Sybil and Victor,
constructing a sense of the moral and mundane for the characters to rebel against as the play
progresses. “What [Elyot and Amanda] both share, even before they encounter each other, is for
the Self to be extraordinary and omnipotent” (Lahr 62). As both Elyot and Amanda reflect on
their fast-paced marriage, it is not hard to see that both are feigning relief at having retired to a
calm and quiet new spouse. Elyot remarks, “Love is no use unless it’s wise, and kind, and
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undramatic. Something steady and sweet… Something tremendously cosy; and unflurried by
scenes and jealousies. That’s what I want, what I’ve always wanted really,” but there is no
confidence to his words, and they transparently reveal a longing for the colorful flare he shared
with Amanda (188). It is not at all ironic that these ‘dramatic’ scenes and ‘flurried jealousies’
will rear their ugly heads later in the play.
On the other side of the balcony, Victor pressures Amanda to smudge Elyot’s image with
thoughts of how they argued both physically and violently. Instead Amanda remembers with a
smirk of pleasure, “I struck him too. Once I broke four gramophone records over his head. It was
very satisfying” and admits to loving Victor “much more calmly” than Elyot (191 and 193).
There is an acknowledgment of the restrictions of the calm life she is about to subdue to in her
line, “I don’t believe I’m a bit like what you think I am” (192). It is a cry from behind the veil of
quiet composure Amanda has adopted for Victor, a sign that the wild and individual side of her is
clawing its way to the surface. In a classic comedy-of-manners style, their respective others
make a conveniently timed exit, allowing Amanda and Elyot to reunite once more. In a fit of
selfish passion and spontaneity the couple charges off to Paris, leaving Victor and Sybil to sip
cocktails and stare off into the distance.
Coward’s plays are often criticized for their lack of plot, but Coward himself argues that
“generally the characters make the situations” and that is where the audience should focus their
attention. Act Two of Private Lives takes place in Amanda’s conveniently vacant apartment in
Paris, and it is the affectionate banter, which mounts into an aggressive fanfare that forms the
heart of the story. Coward establishes the private aspect of Amanda and Elyot’s ‘private lives’ in
that their discussion always revolves around themselves. Looking back on the desertion of her
new husband on their honeymoon, Amanda only has selfish comments to make: “Personally I
feel grateful for a miraculous escape. I know now that I should never have been happy with
Victor. I was a fool to ever consider it” (216). In a sigh of fresh relief, Amanda has once again
established herself next to the sidekick who will celebrate himself as selfishly and playfully as
she does.
Lahr argues that it is in the second act of this play that Coward picks up his pace, playing
on the subtext of the language that reveals a biting and glamorized self-image, one that both
Amanda and Elyot will forever admire in each other despite the wears and tears they subject
themselves to. Not only do they both celebrate themselves as individuals, they revel in their
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ability, as Elyot puts it, “to manage each other” (216). It is the raw edge in their banter, the
beautiful way that each competes with and challenges the ideas of the other, that allows for the
fluid navigation of conversations in which imperfect views of the world and flippant dismissals
are key.
But Milton Levin, a defender of Coward’s careful construction and organization of
content, argues that the increasing simmer of tension in this scene is a result of Coward
purposefully turning up the heat. “A pattern is established: badinage and love-talk alternate with
increasingly dangerous reminiscence and insult; and, each time a return is made to small talk, a
larger residue of temper is left to smolder” (Levin 101). Their dialogue is “so oblique, so teasing,
so bold in foreshadowing the new naturalism which the next generation of English spoken
playwrights would call ‘the drama of the unspoken’,” that Elyot and Amanda must invent a word
to censor themselves from attacking each other too harshly (Lahr 63–64). They decide on the
ever-humorous phrase ‘Solomon Issacs’ eventually shortened to ‘Sollocks’ as an apt means to
prevent resorting back to their violent insolence but, just as it was foreshadowed in Act One,
such viciousness was imminent.
The new naturalism and re-formatting of drawing room drama ideals that Coward is
classically known for strips the upright morality and sense of surrounding that was previously
upheld. In its place, characters sit on the floor, hit each other, break records over one another’s
heads, and call each other names. Where Oscar Wilde’s epigrams once reigned supreme, Coward
decided that his dialogue took a more naturalistic approach: “Wilde had a special line in
epigrams. I hardly ever make epigrams. It is a form of play dialogue that’s rather gone out of
fashion.” The last traces of societal standards finally disintegrate at the end of Act Two, when
Amanda calls Elyot a “disagreeable pig” and he fires back that she is, “a mean, evil-minded,
little vampire.” When words are no longer fit for expression, the couple’s aggression can be
found in the stage directions at the end of Act Two. “She rushes at him, he grabs her hands and
they sway about the room…they trip over a piece of carpet, and fall on the floor, rolling over and
over in paroxysms of rage.” Such brutality might have shocked certain theatergoers who
expected a return to the catchphrase witticisms of Wilde’s day, but Coward understood this shift
away from drawing-room conventions and brought a new audience to the theatre to welcome it
along with him. Since Coward prefaces this conflict with the exposition in Act One and at the
beginning of Act Two, this convention of quarreling is not a striking reality but an accepted one.
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No matter what passes between Elyot and Amanda, the recognition of themselves in the other is
what keeps them together. It is hardly surprising that at the end of Act Three, after Sybil and
Victor have made their timely appearance and taken up defending their respective others, that
Elyot and Amanda make an unnoticed escape once again and “go smilingly out of the door, with
their suitcases, and—CURTAIN.” It is obvious there is no room in the self-glorifying world they
share for anyone else, nor could anyone but Amanda and Elyot survive in it. “Coward’s great
theme might be marriage subverted, normality endangered; but his charm is that he is never so
obvious. What seems most important in life is to live it wittily” (Hoare 5). While we might draw
many conclusions from the twisted nature of Amanda and Elyot’s coupling, Coward urges us to
sit back and enjoy the show, safely in the dark looking in on the passionate wrestling behind the
proscenium arch.
Coward uses this same abandonment of conventionality in his play about parlor games
and bad manners, Hay Fever. Before the outsiders arrive, Coward begins by establishing the
reality of disconnection and willing delusion the Blisses keep themselves in. The family operates
on a level all its own. “To be interesting, to abhor dullness, to disdain normality, to indulge in the
self and its self-expression, to worship accomplishment are the rules which govern the Blisses’
manners” (Lahr 45). The only character that attempts to revolt against this and welcome
normality is the daughter, Sorel. Her struggle throughout the course of the play to put on airs of
convention makes her the only possible link between the world of the family and the mundane
reality of the guests the family invites for the weekend. She finally relinquishes this battle at the
end of the play and withdraws back into her niche as a Bliss, making the final decision that to be
flippant, eccentric, and celebrated is better than fitting in with the boring outside world. Simon is
the first to notice his sister’s changing mood: “Sorel’s beginning to be ashamed of us all…—I
don’t altogether blame her; we are very slapdash” (118). In a sort of meta-theatrical way, Simon
recognizes the family’s eccentricities, but in contrast to his sister, he doesn’t feel that the way the
family interacts with outsiders is all that unreasonable. His means of upholding this proud
celebration of self is a signifier of just how much their parents, Judith and David, have made
their mark.
SOREL: We’re so awfully bad mannered.
SIMON: Not to people we like.
SOREL: The people we like put up with it because they like us.
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SIMON: What do you mean, exactly, by bad manners? Lack of social tricks and small
talk?
SOREL: We never attempt to look after people when they come here…. We’ve never
once asked anyone if they’ve slept well.
SIMON: I consider that an impertinence, anyhow.
SOREL: I’m going to try to improve. (118)

It is clear that Simon believes an inability to entertain one’s guests is bad manners, while Sorel
defends that it is the way the Bliss family entertains that is in itself appalling. The audience is
queued in to watching for Sorel’s decision to be moral and polite but, much like in Private Lives
where Amanda and Elyot decide to be civilized to one another, we acknowledge that her attempt
is doomed from the beginning.
When the mother finally does make an appearance it is not at all surprising that she is
even more childish than her children. A self-proclaimed “elder sister,” Judith refers to her
children and they to her as ‘darling,’ a means of defiantly collapsing what was left of familial
hierarchy within the first few moments of Act One. Her whole life is treated as an anticipation of
opening night, and her air of constant performance shows exactly where Simon got his display of
self. Although it is clear that Judith is aware of her outlandish tendencies, she goes to great
lengths to justify them: “I’ve been morally an extremely nice woman all my life—more of less—
and if dabbling gives me pleasure, I don’t see why I shouldn’t dabble” (121). When her daughter
intervenes, warning that “flaunting about with young men” shouldn’t be something a married
woman does, Judith is quick to shut her down. But, in a great display of flippancy and with a
dismissal of ‘darling,’ she wins her affections back instantly.
JUDITH: You know, Sorel, you grow more damnably feminine every day.
I wish I’d brought you up differently.
SOREL: I’m proud of being feminine.
JUDITH: [kissing her] You’re a darling, and I adore you; and you’re very
pretty and I’m madly jealous of you.
SOREL: [with her arms around her] Are you really? How lovely. (121–122)
Judith beautifully exemplifies the Coward-esque ability of making her audience see what she
wants them to see. The ease with which Judith manipulates and reconstructs coins her as a
creation of Coward himself, and the translation of this theatricality and frivolity from writer to
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character is not difficult to detect. In his play, and especially in the character of Judith, Coward
captures the vibrancy of the times. “Hay Fever is about style: the affectation and irony of an age
addicted to seeing itself perform” (Hoare 4). Once again the focus is not on worldly witticisms or
complicated plot twists, but on the celebration of self.
The mundane representation of normality that enters into the whirlwind of the Bliss
household comes in the form of the four guests each family member invites for the weekend. Not
only do they make the family’s disconnect from the real world clear, they also highlight the
ignorance and lack of communication between the family members themselves. As each member
argues about which guest will stay in the family’s only guest room, the conflict is dismissed to
working itself out. The lack of honesty in the family about their obvious dysfunction is what is
most noticeable to outsiders. As aforementioned, Sorel is struck with the wisdom that something
needs to change, and she tries to explain the absurdities of her family to Richard:
It’s Father’s and Mother’s fault, really; you see, they’re so vague—they’ve
spent their lives cultivating their arts and not devoting any time to ordinary
conventions and manners and things. I’m the only one who sees that, so
I’m trying to be better. I’d love to be beautifully poised and carry off
difficult situations with a lift of the eyebrows— (140).
But the ease with which Sorel wishes to manipulate the world around her is a skill that she might
learn directly from her narcissistic and extravagant mother. Although Judith is not always
successful at relieving tensions for her guests, she puts on a show that satisfies herself, and in the
end, that’s all that really matters. What’s worse is that the other members of the family instigate
her theatricality. “One always plays up to mother in this house…we none of us ever mean
anything” (155). Throughout the weekend the Bliss family forces their guests into a game of
word guessing which eventually results in them pairing off with the people they didn’t invite.
David and Judith end up kissing other people, Sorel hears confessions of love, and Simon
announces his presumptuous engagement to an unwilling guest. Myra finally bursts with
frustration, as any sensible onlooker might after the displays of the evening, “This house is a
complete featherbed of false emotions—you’re posing, self-centered egotists… Every time I
opened my mouth I’ve been mowed down by theatrical effects” (164). But this cry of reality is
quickly absorbed into the atmosphere the Blisses have constructed as they resort once more to
their infamous theatricality. They finish off Act Two re-enacting a scene from Judith’s hit show
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“Love’s Whirlwind” with the help of Simon and Sorel leaving their guests to “look on, dazed
and aghast.”
The guests make a rapid departure the next morning, unwilling to “face another day like
yesterday” (172). Their swift exit from the Blisses’ world of chaos is not at all unexpected, nor
will they be missed much. As their guests slam the door behind them, David ironically remarks,
“People really do behave in the most extraordinary manner these days—” and the family
continues arguing as if nothing had happened (179). Hay Fever is about living in the moment,
selfishly pursuing individuality and being flippant about all the rest. Coward comments in his
interview with Garland that, “[Hay Fever] doesn’t rely on any particular international or
particular political situation. It’s just a frivolity, it could take place at any time.” The fact that it
was written and produced in the late 1920s can speak to the show business and carefree style of
the time, but Coward acknowledges that people will always be willing to watch characters
completely invested in their own ridiculous realities.
It is a pity that Coward’s shorter plays did not receive as much publicity as the longer
ones, but the length is not reminiscent of a shortening of stylistic resonance; it might arguably
make the play stronger. Fumed Oak, one of ten one-act plays in the collection entitled Tonight at
8:30, still struggles with an individual fighting for self-expression, but does so in a shorter time
frame. Coward handles the establishment of the calm and mundane much the same as he does in
Private Lives, setting up the world the main character is being subjected to before they manage
to break free. Henry Gow suffers at the hands of a family that does not appreciate him. His
nagging wife, dim-witted daughter, and complaining mother-in-law are ignorant to their
mistreatment of him, and this is made clear to the audience in their dominance of the first scene.
Henry speaks a total of five words in Scene One and his disconnect from the rest of his family
subtly alludes to the break from the peaceful and everyday that the audience has come to expect
from the second portion of Coward’s plays. In Scene Two, the audience relishes in Henry’s
backlash almost as much as he does because they have served witness to his abuse at the hands
of his family.
Stop ordering me about. What right have you got to nag at me and boss me?
No right at all. I’m the one that pays the rent and works for you and keeps you.
What do you give me in return, I’d like to know! Nothing!... You’re too busy
being snappy and bad-tempered even to say good morning… Here see this ham?
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This is what I think of it! [He throws it at her feet] And the tomatoes and the A.I
bloody sauce! [He throws them, too] (51)

In a triumphant display of self, Henry breaks with the structure imposed on him by his family. In
Coward’s characteristic manner, Henry symbolically shatters the ‘normal’ drawing room
conventions by throwing his dinner to the floor. But the dismantlement of what is proper doesn’t
stop there. Henry goes as far as to slap his mother-in-law across the face and lock the family in
the living room with him, demanding they hear him out for once in his life. “While [the slap
across the face] may express the audience’s aggressions, it also continually underlines the idea
that being shocked is itself the surest mark of the outsider” (Levin 119). In Fumed Oak the
outsiders are the other members of the Gow family who are shocked at what they feel to be
Henry’s sudden break with temperament. In actuality, with the audience as his witness, Henry’s
outburst has been bubbling under the surface for a long time. Levin notes that Fumed Oak is one
of Coward’s only comedies in which he shifts his attention from the slender portion of upperclass aristocrats to a family that is considerably less well off, and almost “desperate” for money.
He goes on to say that Fumed Oak is still a notable contender of Coward’s repertoire “for it
draws heavily on one of his chief talents—that for insult” (98). But it is not just insult that
characterizes this play as one of Coward’s bigger successes; it is also the undeniable breaking
with the normal in favor of vibrancy, self-expression, and being true to oneself.
DORIS: A fine exhibition you’re making of yourself, I must say.
HENRY: Not bad, is it? As a matter of fact I’m rather pleased with it myself. (51)
Henry dominates the final portion of the play, and he holds the audience’s attention with the
same self-exertion and personality as any character from one of Coward’s longer works. Yes,
Henry Gow is no Elyot Chase, but in his own working-class way, he justifies his right “to see a
little bit of real life” (57). With the same ease it takes for Henry to assert himself, he slams the
door behind him. While his abandonment of his family is more startling than directly humorous,
it will never have the effect on an audience like Nora’s slamming of the door at the end of
Ibsen’s A Doll’s House. Henry’s desertion, while not pretty, is at least as justified as Nora’s and
speaks in the same way to the persistence of humanity against the codified systems that attempt
to define and control us.
The name Noël Coward conjures up an image distinct and unique in itself. He was a man
who enjoyed living, and this celebration of self-expression is represented in his plays. It is
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tempting to pigeonhole his works, to categorize and compare them with other playwrights, but
this is not possible. Coward’s eccentric style, his frivolity, his charm, and his love of language
break through in his writing demanding that his works stand alone in a genre all his own.
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